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Abstract 

In daily communication, politeness and face are the problems that everyone should 
consider in communication. Speech sometimes threatens face in communication, while 
language is an important means of expressing politeness. By discussing the speech acts 
that damage face and maintain face, this paper draws a conclusion that we should pay 
attention to our speech expression and use various politeness strategies flexibly in our 
daily communication so as to achieve the goal of successful communication. 
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1. Introduction 

Politeness itself is a code of conduct with moral or ethical significance in daily life, including all 
kinds of efforts made by people to maintain harmonious interpersonal relationships. Politeness 
and face have always been a hot topic in pragmatics. Leech's Pragmatics Principles in 1983 put 
forward a new Pragmatics Principle: Politeness Principle. Politeness is the symbol of human 
civilization and an important criterion of human social behavior. As a social activity, language 
activities are also restricted by this criterion. Brown's and Levinson's face theory and Leech's 
politeness principle provide a good reference for our communicative conversation and make a 
great contribution to the development of pragmatics. 

In our daily communication, politeness and face are important elements everyone should 
consider. Everyone expects that their self-image can be respected. But sometimes one may 
threaten the other’s face, and language is an important means of expressing politeness, so 
various politeness strategies will be used flexibly. Face theory and politeness principle are 
important theories in pragmatic field, which are very helpful to study face and politeness. 

2. Proposal of Politeness Principle 

Leech studies pragmatics from the perspective of rhetoric. He classifies pragmatics as general 
pragmatics and sociopragmatics. The former studies the conversational principles that restrict 
the process of verbal communication, while the latter studies the different roles of these 
conversational principles in different societies and cultures. His rhetorical principles of general 
pragmatics include two major rhetoric principles: interpersonal rhetoric and discourse rhetoric. 
Politeness principle is one of the most important pragmatic principles in interpersonal rhetoric. 
Brown and Levinson provide a comprehensible theory of politeness phenomena including both 
verbal and non-verbal behavior, although most of their researches focus on the verbal behavior. 

Geoffrey N. Leech, the famous British linguist, considered that the CP in itself is not sufficient to 
explain the indirectness in conversation. Leech believes the main reason that why people 
violate Cooperative Principle devotionally is the consideration of politeness. In 1983, Leech 
proposed Politeness Principle in order to make up for the deficiency of CP and rescue the CP 
from serious trouble. 

As one of the main social restrains on human interaction, politeness regulates the involved 
participants’ communicative behavior by constantly reminding people to take the feelings of 
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others into consideration. Politeness, in an interaction, can be defined as forms of behavior that 
establish and maintain comity or as the means employed to show awareness of another 
person’s face.(George Yule)Politeness is a relative concept and “how polite” is polite and 
appropriate in a given context depends on a number of factors. 

2.1. Leech's Politeness Principle             

Leech’s politeness principle can be formulated in a general way from two aspects: to minimize 
(other things being equal), the expression of impolite beliefs and maximize (other things being 
equal), the expression of polite beliefs. The terms, self and other, are used in the maxims which 
make up the Politeness Principle, for politeness concerns the relationship between two 
participants. In a conversation, self will normally refer to the speaker and other will typically 
be identified with the hearer, but other may also be applied to a third party, present or absent. 
Six maxims are presented as follows: 

1) Tact Maxim(in impositives and commissives ) 

(a) Minimize cost to other 

(b) Maximize benefit to other 

2) Generosity Maxim(in impositives and commissives) 

(a) Minimize benefit to self 

(b) Maximize cost to self 

3) Approbation Maxim(in expressions and assertives) 

(a) Minimize dispraise of other 

(b) Maximize praise of other 

4) Modesty Maxim(in expressives and assertives) 

(a) Minimize praise of self 

(b) Maximize dispraise of self 

5) Agreement Maxim(in assertives) 

(a) Minimize disagreement between self and other 

(b) Maximize agreement between self and other 

6) Sympathy Maxim(in assertives) 

(a) Minimize antipathy between self and other 

(b) Maximize sympathy between self and other 

Grice's cooperative principle helps to explain the relationship between literal meaning and 
pragmatic meaning, but it does not explain why it is necessary, why the speaker often violates 
the rules of his subordinates for communication, and how the speaker derives the special 
meaning of the speaker's discourse. Therefore, the principle of cooperation needs some 
supplement. Leech put forward the politeness principle to supplement its shortcomings. In his 
opinion, the speaker violates the principle of cooperation and speaks indirectly out of the need 
of politeness. Leech holds that the important factors that constitute politeness are the profit 
and loss of the action content of the proposition to the communicators and the degree of 
autonomous choice left by the discourse to the addressee. Among them, the more beneficial the 
propositional content of the speaker's discourse is to the recipient, the more polite the 
discourse is, and vice versa, the more impolite it is. The following set of examples: 

a. Wash these clothes. 

b. Give me a piece of paper. 

c. Stand up. 

d. Look at that. 

e.Enjoy your holiday. 
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f. Have another cake. 

From a to f, the interests of the addressee increase, so the politeness of the discourse increases. 
On the contrary, from f to a, the payout of the addressee increases, and the politeness of the 
utterance decreases accordingly.             

The degree of autonomous choice provided by discourse to the addressee is determined by the 
indirect degree of discourse expression. The more indirect the speaker uses the mode of 
discourse, the less it is imposed. The higher the freedom of the addressee to make the required 
action, the higher the degree of politeness of the discourse. For example: 

a. Close the door. 

b. I want you to close the door. 

c. Will you close the door? 

d. Can you close the door? 

e. Would you mind closing the door? 

f. Could you possibly close the door? 

When other factors are constant, from a to f, the indirect degree of discourse increases and the 
degree of discourse reinforcement decreases. The higher the degree of freedom of rejection, the 
more polite the discourse is, and vice versa.                   The Benefit-loss level and the indirect 
level of discourse play an independent role, but there are also conflicts between them. 
Propositional content is conducive to the speaker's discourse, such as providing behavior. It is 
polite to use the direct way. On the contrary, using too indirect way of expression, it appears 
that the speaker is not sincere enough to give the speaker's benefit. For example, inviting the 
recipient to eat apples can be polite in a direct way, such as: "Come on, eat an apple." If you use 
a very indirect way, such as "Can you reward me with an apple?", it will be detrimental to 
politeness. 

2.2. Contents of Politeness Principle            

On the basis of the above discussion, Leech further puts forward six politeness criteria that 
restrict interpersonal verbal communication. They are:             

1. Appropriate criteria            

 (1) Let others suffer as little as possible.            

 (2) Benefit others as much as possible.             

2. Principles of generosity            

 (1) Benefit yourself as little as possible.            

 (2) Make yourself suffer as much as possible.           

3. Criteria of praise             

(1) Try to minimize others.             

(2) Praise others as much as possible.             

4. Humility Criteria             

(1) praise yourself as little as possible.            

(2) Degrade yourself as much as possible.             

5. Uniformity Criteria             

(1) To minimize differences between the two sides.             

(2) To maximize mutual agreement.             

6. Criteria of compassion             

(1) To minimize the disgust of both sides.             

(2) Increase the sympathy of both sides as much as possible. 
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Among the six criteria, the criterion of appropriateness and generosity are two aspects of a 
problem. The former refers to how to treat others and applies to the speech act of requesting 
or ordering others to do something. The latter talks about how to treat oneself and applies to 
speech acts promising to help others do something.   The criterion of praise and the criterion of 
humility are two sides of the same problem. The former prescribes how to look at others and 
the latter prescribes how to look at oneself. The principle of consistency and the principle of 
compassion express the common feelings with the hearer. These six principles are actually six 
aspects of the three noteworthy issues concerning people and themselves.             

Among the six criteria, Leech argues that 1) is more important than 2) because negative 
politeness is more valued than positive politeness. 

The six aspects of politeness principle have deepened the study of conversational implicature, 
reasonably explained the reasons for the violation of the cooperative principle by both 
communicators, and guided the use of politeness language to a certain extent. The proposition 
of the six principles has great academic value and practical guiding significance for the study of 
pragmatics. 

Politeness is not a matter of yes-no questions, but is always a matter of degree, which is heavily 
influenced by social and cultural factors. In order to measure the degree of politeness, Leech 
set up some pragmatic scales. There are three scales including cost-benefit scale, indirectness 
scale and optionality scale.  

The cost and benefit scale, on which is measured the cost or benefit of the proposed action to 
the speaker or the hearer. The indirectness scale, on which, from the speaker’s point of view, 
speech acts are ordered with respect to the length of the path connecting the speech act to its 
“force”, or from the hearer’s point of view, speech acts are ordered in terms of the length of the 
inferential path, by which the “force” is derived from the speech act. The optionality scale, on 
which speech acts are ordered according to the amount of choice the speaker allows to the 
hearer. This scale depends to some extent on the cost-benefit scale, i.e. if the proposed action is 
beneficial to the hearer, then the more direct and imposing the speech act is, the more polite it 
will be; but if the proposed action is a cost to the hearer, then the more indirect and optional 
the speech act is, the more polite it will be. This is only an abstract generalization, which is open 
to modification when it is applied to a particular language in a particular culture and speech 
community. For example, when the proposed action is beneficial to the hearer, the Chinese tend 
to use a more direct and imposing, or less indirect and optional speech act than native speakers 
do in a similar context of situation, such as offering something to eat and drink. 

The word “face” is originated from that of Goffman (1967) and from the English folk term, which 
is related to something embarrassed or humiliated, or “losing face.” On this basis, Brown and 
Levinson put forward the face theory in 1987, trying to study it as a general linguistic 
phenomenon. Based on this, “face” is very important for every human being and everyone 
should pay attention to it. Besides, face wants are mutual beneficial. Brown and Levinson 
provide a comprehensible theory of politeness phenomena including both verbal and non-
verbal behavior, although most of their researches focus on the verbal behavior. Thus face is 
something related to emotion, and can be lost, maintained, or enhanced, and must be 
continually attended to in interaction. Generally speaking, in order to maintain face in 
interaction, people cooperate with each other, while such cooperation is based on the mutual 
vulnerability of face. That is to say, everyone’s face depends on others, and if their face is 
threatened, people can be expected to maintain it. When people defend their own face, they will 
threaten others face. Therefore, it is in general every participant’s best interest to maintain each 
other’s face. In other words, people should act in ways assuring the other participants that their 
face is being considered. 
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Although the content of face is various in different cultures, it is believable that the mutual 
knowledge of members’ public self-image or face, and the need to maintain their face, are 
universal.  

Treating the respect for face as norms or values subscribed to by members of a society would 
have been possible. However, the contents of face can be considered as basic wants, which 
every member knows every other’s desires, and which in general is the interests of every 
member to partially satisfy. However, face can be, and routinely is, ignored, not just in cases of 
breakdown but also in cases of urgent cooperation, or in the interests of efficiency. Generally 
speaking, as a technical term, face means the public self-image of a person. It refers to that 
emotional and social sense of self that everyone has and expects everyone else to recognize. 
(George Yule)  

And a person’s face can be divided into positive face and negative face. Derived from the 
politeness of non-imposition, negative face is familiar as the formal politeness that the notion 
“politeness” immediately conjures up. But the derivative forms of negative face are less obvious.  

A person’s positive face is the need to be accepted, even liked, by others, to be treated as a 
member of the same group, and to know that his or her wants are shared by others. (George 
Yule) A member’s wants may have been satisfied by other members. That is to say, the wants 
may be past wants, which are represented by present achievements or possessions. The wants 
may also be the non-material things as well as material things. Just like the values (love, liberty, 
piety), or the actions (like going to the opera or to the football match, or playing tennis). A 
person’s negative face is the need to be independent, to have freedom of action, and not to be 
imposed on by others. (George Yule)The word “negative” doesn’t mean “bad”, it is just opposite 
to the word “positive”. 

To sum up, verbal communication is social, so various communication strategies are of great 
significance to the realization of communicative purposes. Understanding the politeness 
principle and face theory, we can pay attention to our speech expression in daily 
communication and use various politeness strategies flexibly so as to achieve the goal of 
successful communication. 
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